The aim of this article is to improve the description of root (or non-epistemic) possibility meanings. In previous accounts, the defining criteria are not applied systematically; there is a tendency towards definition by exemplification (especially when it comes to meanings that are 'not permission' and 'not ability') and certain categories (permission, for instance) tend to be defined in a circular way. We will argue that there are three criteria which are necessary and sufficient to distinguish five subclasses of root possibility meaning. The three criteria are: (a) the scope of the modal meaning, (b) the source of the modality and (c) the notion of potential barrier; the five meanings are: (a) ability, (b) opportunity, (c) permission, (d) general situation possibility (GSP) and (e) situation permissibility. The article offers an in-depth analysis of the three defining criteria and the root possibility meanings that their systematic application gives rise to. This approach clearly brings out the similarities and the dissimilarities between the different subcategories of root possibility meaning in English, and in this way it results in a more explicit taxonomy.
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all subclasses. 4 For instance, while in the case of ability, it is often pointed out that the possibility is predicated of the subject referent, who or what the modal meaning is predicated of is a question that is not systematically addressed. Similarly, very few attempts have been made to define permission explicitly on the basis of clear criteria. Indeed, permission is not uncommonly defined as referring to situations in which permission is granted or refused (e.g. Coates 1983 ). The reason for this sort of circularity is, of course, that it is intuitively clear what is meant by 'permission'. However, we would argue that a more explicit definition is needed if we are to arrive at a clear description of the entire set of root possibility meanings in English. There is a tendency to define by example and it is generally impossible to tell what, if anything, apart from the expression of root possibility, any two categories have in common and what exactly distinguishes them.
While ability and permission are reasonably clearly defined categories -even if only intuitively so in the latter case -the same cannot be said of the 'other' category, i.e. the category into which all non-ability, non-permission examples are placed by most descriptions of root possibility. As Huddleston & Pullum et al. (2002: 184) note, this large subsection of root possibility is decidedly heterogeneous in nature. The question arises whether we are justified in treating it as a single category of meaning alongside ability and permission.
In sum, there is a need for a more explicit taxonomy of root possibility that addresses the problem areas identified above. In order to achieve this, three steps are necessary:
1. We need, if possible, to give a more explicit and fine-grained description of the meaning that is not ability and not permission. Can all these instances be subsumed under one and the same denominator or not? I.e. is it sufficient to class all non-ability, non-permission root possibility as a single category? 2. We need to determine what criteria are necessary to define the subclasses of meaning and they need to be formulated as clearly as possible. 3. We need to arrive at more coherent definitions that bring out the similarities and dissimilarities between the different classes. This presupposes the systematic application of the same set of criteria.
We will argue that there are three criteria which are necessary and sufficient to distinguish five subclasses of root possibility meaning. The three criteria are: (a) the scope of the modal meaning, (b) the source of the modality and (c) the notion of potential barrier; the five meanings are: (a) ability, (b) opportunity, (c) permission, (d) general situation possibility (GSP) and (e) situation permissibility.
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defined criteria in a consistent manner enables us to see in what ways our different classes of root possibility differ from each other and what features they share, thus producing a more transparent, explicit and motivated taxonomy of root possibility.
Defining criteria
Before we start the discussion, it may be useful to recall the basic distinction between two kinds of modal meaning: epistemic modality (epistemic possibility and epistemic necessity) and non-epistemic or root modality (root possibility and root necessity). In the case of epistemic possibility (You may be wrong; it's possible that your conclusion is based on incorrect data) or epistemic necessity (He must be very tired; he has worked non-stop since 6 a.m. this morning) 'the speaker asserts that a proposition is possibly or necessarily true, relative to some information or knowledge. If the proposition is only possibly true, the propositional attitude is that of uncertainty; if it is necessarily true, the propositional attitude is that of a high degree of certainty' (Van der Auwera & Ammann 2008b). Root modality does not express the speaker's judgement on the likelihood of a situation being the case; it merely indicates whether there is possibility (You can find the details on the Internet) or necessity (Seasnakes have to surface to breathe) of actualization or not. As will be pointed out again in section 2.1.5, root modality is concerned with an either/or question (is actualization possible/necessary or not?), while epistemic modality is concerned with a matter of degree (how likely is it that the proposition is true?). In this article, the focus is on root possibility, can, may, could and might being the auxiliaries that can be used to express root possibility meanings.
Scope of the modal meaning

Definition
A first criterion that we need to define subclasses of root possibility -and one that is largely absent in other taxonomies of modal possibility meaning -is that of 'scope of the modal meaning'. In the case of possibility, this means 'what it is that is possible'. Put informally, there is narrow scope if we are concerned with whether something is possible for the subject referent to do, i.e. 'what is possible' relates to the VP. There is wide scope if we are concerned with the possibility (or conceivability) of an entire situation, i.e. 'what is possible' relates to the clause.
Narrow-scope possibility
The paraphrases of the following examples illustrate the narrow scope of the possibility:
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Paraphrase to illustrate scope: {to talk quickly} is possible {for him} (to do) (ability) (2) Already there are sawmills that cannot operate at full ability because of wood shortages. (BNC) Paraphrase to illustrate scope: {to operate at full ability} is impossible {for some sawmills} (to do) (opportunity) (3) So they gave Congress the power of the purse or part of it. Congress can levy taxes, and spend the proceeds unless the president vetoes its plans. The president can draft a budget. But if Congress doesn't approve it, the presidential proposal becomes nothing more than a wish list. (Cobuild) Paraphrase to illustrate scope: {to draft a budget} is possible {for the president} (to do) (permission) In these examples, 'what is possible' is the action, activity, etc. referred to in the VP. At issue is whether that action etc. is possible for the subject referent. That is, these sorts of root possibility refer to whether or not it is possible for the subject referent to perform the action, carry out the activity, be in the state, etc., referred to in the VP.
7 They can be paraphrased as 'to Y is possible for X (to do)' where 'X' represents the subject-referent and Y the situation-type referred to in the VP. 8 The three types of narrow-scope root possibility that we identify are ability, opportunity and permission (illustrated by (1), (2) and (3) respectively). 
Wide-scope possibility
There is wide scope if we are concerned with the possibility (or conceivability) of an entire situation: 'it is possible for situation Z to actualize/for situation Z to actualize is possible'. Since a situation involves a subject NP and a VP, this can also be represented as 'X's doing Y is conceivable' or 'for X to Y is possible' (again, where X is the subject referent and Y is the situation type referred to in the VP). It will be noticed from the first of these paraphrases that wide-scope root possibility shares with narrowscope root possibility the general pattern of paraphrase 'it is possible for . . . to . . . '. 10 The difference between the two, of course, is that whereas with narrow-scope root possibility, we are concerned with whether what is referred to in the VP is possible for the subject referent to do, with wide-scope root possibility we are concerned with whether it is possible for the situation as a whole to actualize.
11 Examples (4) and 7 Henceforth, we shall refer to everything that it is possible to describe in a VP -e.g. an action, an activity or a state -as an 'action', for simplicity. 8 This definition of narrow-scope modality owes a good deal to Bybee's (1985) notion of 'agent-oriented modality'. One important difference is that, whereas 'agent-oriented modality is restricted to clauses with an animate agent' (Bybee 1985: 168) , narrow-scope modality is not. 9 We are obliged to anticipate the discussion somewhat by using labels that, strictly speaking, depend on a number of defining criteria that still need to be introduced and not just on the criterion under discussion. Once all the defining criteria have been introduced (section 2), we will show how they give rise to the five meanings subsumed under 'root possibility' (section 3). 10 It has been pointed out by Coates (1983) that root modality can be paraphrased with a for clause (it is possible for . . . to . . . ) and epistemic modality can be paraphrased with a that clause (it is possible that . . . ). 11 Since 'it is possible for situation Z to actualize' can be unpacked as: 'it is possible for the subject referent (X) of situation Z to carry out the situation type Y that is involved in situation Z', we can in theory paraphrase wide-scope root possibility examples 'it is possible for X to Y'. The difference between this paraphrase used 
(5), as the paraphrases make explicit, illustrate the way in which root possibility may concern the possibility of actualization of the whole situation referred to by a clause rather than just concerning whether the situation type referred to in the VP is possible for the subject referent. We would not want to say that in example (4), being treated as parties to the Court's exercise of its jurisdiction is something that is possible for States to do. Rather, the example says that it is possible for the situation to occur in which States are treated as parties, etc. Similarly, in example (5), the meaning is not that there is little evidence to suggest that increasing is possible for the number of cells to do. The meaning is, rather, that there is little evidence to suggest that it is possible for the situation to occur in which the number of cells increases.
These examples show that not all root possibility is narrow scope. If we ignore the existence of wide-scope root possibility, we cannot accurately describe the meaning of certain root possibility sentences where the modality does not concern whether an action is possible for the subject referent. (Furthermore, as we shall see in the discussion of examples (10) and (11), unless we recognize the existence of wide-scope root possibility, we are at risk of classifying as epistemic certain cases of possibility meaning which are in fact root.)
As may be evident from example (4), the impossibility of analysing all root possibility modals as expressing narrow-scope modality becomes particularly evident when we consider passive clauses. While there is an unexpressed, or even explicit, agent 12 in such cases, the possibility concerns neither the link between the verb phrase and that agent nor the link between the verb phrase and the subject referent, but the actualization of the whole situation expressed by the clause.
(6) . . . seals, island foxes, elk, deer and over 195 species of birds are some of the many surprises awaiting your discovery as you explore Santa Rosa Island. Your time ashore can be spent on a nature hike (led by a National Park Service ranger), exploring the shoreline, or simply relaxing in the serenity of this distant isle. (Cobuild) (general situation possibility)
for narrow-scope possibility and the same paraphrase used for wide-scope root possibility can be illustrated as follows: Narrow scope 'it is possible for X to Y' = 'to Y is (something that it is) possible for X to do' Wide scope 'it is possible for X to Y' = 'X's doing Y is possible' We have avoided using the paraphrase 'it is possible for X to Y' for wide-scope examples in order to maintain clarity. 12 We use 'agent' here in the sense more properly expressed as 'effector' in Van Valin & Wilkins (1999) .
available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674310000262 In (6) and (7) the passive construction means that the agent is no longer in subject position and as a result the potential link between subject referent and the action referred to in the verb phrase is removed. In (6) the agent is clearly the addressee, but what is possible is the whole situation referred to in the clause. The appropriate paraphrase is something like: '(the actualization of) the situation of your time ashore being spent on a nature hike is possible' -or more plausibly: 'your time ashore's being spent on a nature hike is one possibility (its being spent exploring the shoreline is another possibility and its being spent simply relaxing is a third possibility)'. In a similar way, in (7) it is the entire situation of all Bangladeshis in the camps being repatriated which is (hoped to be) possible.
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The following examples similarly do not allow a reading in which the root possibility concerns the performance of an action by the subject referent. While the paraphrase 'appearing is possible for cracks to do' is compatible with (8) , such a paraphrase clearly fails to capture the meaning that is intended. We are here not concerned with what it is that cracks have the power or the opportunity to do. We are concerned with the fact that cracks appearing overnight is a situation which is possible. That is, the use of can here does not evoke a (lack of a) constraint on a subject referent, but refers to whether a situation is possible or not. In (9), clearly the only reading possible is 'there being much doubt is not possible', i.e. we have a situationalwide-scope -interpretation of the root possibility conveyed by can in this context.
Scope of modality as a defining criterion in previous research
Scope distinctions have mainly been appealed to in order to distinguish between epistemic modality and root modality. The distinction between wide-scope (epistemic) modal meaning and narrow-scope (root) modal meanings appears to have originated with Ross (1969 
'have the whole proposition in their scope'. Thus, like Ross, Bybee argues that there is a difference in scope between markers of root modality and epistemic modalizers. However, neither Ross nor Bybee allow for wide-scope root modality. Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca (1994) refer to cases of root possibility in which 'the hearer is entitled to infer a sense of epistemic possibility along with the literally expressed root possibility sense ' (1994: 198) , but they do not analyse these cases as involving wide-scope root possibility. The existence of wide-scope root necessity is highlighted by Nordlinger & Traugott (1997) , who argue that the development of 'wide-scope deontic' modality as a phase in the evolution of epistemic modal meanings from what they refer to as 'deontic' modal meanings has been overlooked. Similarly, Traugott & Dasher (2002: 141) refer to '[t]he wide scope associated with general participant-external root/deontic necessity'. We do not know of other authors who explicitly refer to the distinction between narrow-scope and wide-scope root modality, but as shown in the previous sections, we believe it has an important role to play when it comes to distinguishing subclasses of root possibility that are 'not clearly ability' and 'not clearly permission'. 13 Nordlinger & Traugott (1997) argue for the importance of wide-scope root modality in the evolution of epistemic meanings from root modal meanings on the basis of occurrences with ought to. From a synchronic point of view, recognizing that widescope readings exist for root possibility modals in English has two advantages. First, it has been established in sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3 that taking account of the scope of the modality helps us to define and to separate more clearly those root possibility meanings which are neither ability nor permission and which are sometimes, rather confusingly, lumped together under the term 'root possibility'. The second advantage of recognizing the existence of wide-scope root possibility is that it enables us to explain why certain examples which express root possibility appear, at first sight, to be epistemic. The type which we have in mind are examples with could that refer to hypothetical situations, such as (10) We could all be sent to prison if we didn't keep this secret. (general situation possibility)
A note on wide-scope root hypothetical could
The fact that examples like this, despite having (wide-scope) root meaning (i.e. the situation of 'us being sent to prison' is theoretically possible), have 'something epistemic' about them is connected to the diachronic point made by Nordlinger & Traugott (see section 2.1.4), which suggests that wide-scope root possibility is something of a middle way between narrow-scope root possibility and epistemic
possibility. On the one hand, the example in (10) clearly refers to what is theoretically possible and therefore the nature of the modality is root. On the other hand, the sentence shares with epistemic possibility the property of being concerned with the possibility of actualization of a whole situation. In other words, the scope of the modality in (10) is similar to the scope of modality in epistemic sentences. Obviously, while the scope of the modality is the same (clausal scope), the nature of the modality is not: in the case of epistemic possibility the speaker makes a judgement about the degree of likelihood that exists regarding the actualization of a situation (or regarding the truth of a proposition); that is, the speaker locates the actualization (or the truth of the proposition) on a scale of likelihood. In the case of wide-scope root possibility, the concern is with whether the actualization of the situation is theoretically possible or not. This, like narrow-scope root possibility, is an either/or question, not a matter of degree (see above, p. 3).
The 'middle way' nature of wide-scope root possibility explains why some examples cannot satisfactorily be analysed as epistemic and yet nevertheless seem somehow 'epistemic-y'. The fact that the possibility concerns the actualization of a whole situation rings strong epistemic bells, and with good reason. In everyday terms there is often little difference between a claim that it would in theory be possible for a situation to actualize and a claim that it is possible that the situation will actualize. 14 In example (11) , could pay may appear at first sight to be epistemic. (11) [to] prevent any inheritance tax problems, syndicate members must all agree that any winnings will be distributed by the winning ticketholder among all the members who have contributed to purchasing the tickets . . . Without such an agreement, every syndicate member could pay inheritance tax if their share of the pot is more than £154,000. (Cobuild) (general situation possibility)
However, there is a problem with such an analysis. It seems that could cannot both create a hypothetical world and express epistemic meaning in that hypothetical world. Put differently, the subject NP refers to 'the syndicate, should such a syndicate exist'; the reference is not to any actual syndicate. Therefore, 'every syndicate member' does not refer to any actual syndicate members. This in turn means that the following, epistemic, paraphrase does not make sense: 'It is possible that every member of the syndicate will pay inheritance tax'; we can only talk of how possible it is that every syndicate member will pay inheritance tax if the syndicate members are presupposed to exist (in some world or another). It is thus impossible to analyse could pay as referring to epistemic possibility. On the other hand, while an epistemic 'possible that . . . ' paraphrase is not acceptable, nor is a root 'possible (for) . . . to' paraphrase, so long as the scope of the possibility is narrow. An example of a narrow-scope root possibility paraphrase is: 'to pay inheritance tax would be (something that is) possible for each member of the syndicate to do'. This is clearly not the meaning that is intended: the text is not concerned with what it is that is in the power of each syndicate member (whether through internal or external enablement). Rather, the meaning is: 'every syndicate member's paying inheritance tax is a possible scenario' or 'it would be possible for the situation of every syndicate member paying inheritance tax to actualize'.
The following example is similar:
(12) Professor Golding said: There are now two studies with very similar findings, but we have to be absolutely sure before we start changing policy. The ramifications could be enormous. People are now looking at the biological side to see if it is feasible. (Cobuild) (general situation possibility)
An analysis of (12) as expressing epistemic possibility does not work: we cannot say that the meaning is 'It is possible that the ramifications [of changing policy] will be enormous', because, as the context makes clear, it has not been established that there will be a change of policy, and thus that there will be any ramifications, about which predictions can be made. Again, could cannot both establish a hypothetical world and express epistemic meaning in that world. Rather, the sentence must be analysed as meaning 'It would be possible for the situation to arise in which the ramifications of changing policy are enormous.' That is, the sentence expresses wide-scope root possibility.
Source
The second question to be answered in distinguishing root possibility meanings concerns the source of the possibility; more precisely, 'Is the source of the possibility internal to the subject-referent or external to the subject-referent?' (see, for example, Depraetere & Verhulst 2007; Van der Auwera & Plungian 1998). 15 This criterion distinguishes between, on the one hand, ability and, on the other hand, all the other root possibility meanings: it is only in the case of ability that the possibility originates in innate capacities or acquired skills intrinsic to the subject referent.
Source of the possibility is nearly always -implicitly or explicitly -referred to in discussions of ability interpretations (e.g. Coates 1983; Declerck 1991; Huddleston
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). That is, it is normal to remark that ability meanings involve some power, capacity, etc. internal to the subject-referent, but very rarely is explicit mention made of the source of possibility in other sorts of root possibility. However, if we wish to be clear about what it is that different root possibility interpretations share and what distinguishes them from one another, we need to apply our basic criteria consistently.
We shall, therefore, distinguish between (13) and (14) on the basis of the fact that the former has a subject-internal source and the latter a subject-external source. Below we will call the sort of possibility illustrated in (14) 'opportunity'. As described in detail in Depraetere & Verhulst (2007) , 17 subject-external sources can be of different types. In the case of permission, the source of the possibility (or lack of possibility) may be an authority (see (15) ), a rule or set of rules (see (16) and (17)) or circumstances (see (18) 16 Coates (1983: 92-3) points out that the 'possibility of action' is often 'determined by a combination of the inherent properties and of external factors'. 17 Note that in Depraetere & Verhulst (2007) , the focus is on sources of root necessity, but their observations about source are also applicable to the modal field of root possibility. 18 The paraphrase only brings out the source of the modality, and not the meaning of permission. 19 As pointed out in Depraetere & Verhulst (2007: 6) , strictly speaking, it is the people who set the rule that constitute the source. We agree that the practical relevance of this distinction is limited. With opportunity meaning, the possibility (or lack of it) is dependent on enabling circumstances, which may be more or less specific and more or less explicit. We follow Depraetere & Verhulst (2007) in assuming that circumstances should not only be thought of in terms of a very specific context that is explicitly mentioned; they can also be very broad in the sense of 'the world as it is' constituting the factor that makes a situation possible or that makes it possible for a subject to do something: 'circumstances may be of different types: they may refer to: (i) (one-off) arrangements or particular situations . . . that necessitate the actualization of a particular situation, but they may also relate to (ii) "the nature of things". The latter label covers (a) the literal interpretation in the sense of the necessities resulting from the "laws of nature" . . . , but also (b) a broader interpretation in the sense of the only logically possible outcome given by the "state of the world"' (2007: 6). In (19) the circumstance which restricts the opportunity is both specific and explicit: what prevents Guttierez from being in a position to talk is his 'being at work'. However, the circumstance which provides the opportunity in (20) is not explicitly mentioned: the hearer may be intended to assume something like 'our organization makes it possible for you to request a fact sheet . . . ', but the meaning may be simply 'the possibility exists for you to request a fact sheet', in which case the source of the possibility is not a specific circumstance, but simply 'the way the world is'. (20) . . . , in addition to hearing your comments, the Commission will present information to help inform you about the universal service proposal and explain how these changes may affect you. WANT TO LEARN MORE? For more information, you can request a fact sheet about the CPUC's proposal by writing to the address below. If you cannot attend one of the hearings and would like to submit written comments, please write to: The Public Advisor California Public Utilities Commission. (Cobuild) (opportunity)
There are two further types of root possibility in which the source of the possibility is always subject-external. The first is general situation possibility (GSP). In this type of possibility, rather than saying that an action is possible (or not) for a particular entity, the speaker refers to whether or not it is possible for a situation as a whole to actualize; the scope of the modality is wide (see section 2.1.3). Again, the source of the possibility may be more or less explicit and more or less specific: (21) Even sellers at Sotogrande on the Costa del Sol, an upmarket development with three courses, are accepting reduced offers. There you can get a two-bedroom villa for £80,000 -but check whether golf club membership is included in the package.
(Cobuild) (explicit and specific circumstantial source) (general situation possibility)
In this example, the context provides evidence for the origin of the possibility: it is the economic situation of the area in question which makes acquiring a two-bedroom villa for £80,000 possible.
In the next example, the source is specific, but inexplicit: the assumption must be that the origin of the possibility of optical technology being carried out in similar ways to the (maintenance of) wires is something like the nature of the physical, technical and operational system currently in place. (22) But British Telecom thinks that not only has it beaten the equipment cost barrier, but also that installation and maintenance of optical technology can be carried out in similar ways to wires. They're testing out these convictions in the town of Bishop's Stortford, about 50km North of London. There several different optical systems are being installed, ranging from fibres to single individual telephones in people's homes and cable-TV systems through small business connexions, ten phone lines say, up to direct high-speed high-capacity links for powerful computer systems. (BNC) (implicit and specific circumstantial source) (general situation possibility)
The following example shows that, among external circumstances, the state of the world, or 'what we know about the world', 'the way things are', can also serve as a subject-external source of root possibility:
(23) George belonged to things. He liked to boast that, in central London, he was never more than a couple of hundred yards from some club, institution or association of which he was a member and which could provide, at the very least, a roof in a rainstorm. 'You can't lose a club, the way you can an umbrella,' he once told Agnes. She had replied that it still seemed an expensive policy compared with even the dearest of umbrellas, and George had thought about that and said: 'You can't piss into an umbrella, either. Not without attracting unfavourable comment anyway.' (implicit and non-specific circumstantial source) (general situation possibility) (BNC)
We can paraphrase (23) along the following lines: 'given the world as we know it, losing a club is not possible', or 'the way the world works causes losing a club to be impossible'. Finally, the source is also external in wide-scope examples that we will classify as situation permissibility. 20 In (24), it is something like 'accepted moral norms' that make it impossible for television to be a side-activity. The message is: if television is your job, it is not morally acceptable (because of your duty to your medium and to your 20 For the time being, we will focus on the source; the defining criterion that distinguishes between GSP and permissibility will be introduced in the next section. 
audience) for it to be treated as something you look at in odd moments, rather than as something you are committed to.
(24) Well, how dare they, how bloody dare they, dismiss and insult their medium and their audience, the people who pay them, with this steaming tripe lite. If television is your job then it can't just be something you catch bits of in hotel suites while you're slipping on the black tie to pick up a personality award in lieu of a personality.
(Cobuild) (situation permissibility)
In (25), it is regulations that make it impossible for anyone who does not have a licence to grow a poppy crop. In (26), the source is a treaty:
(26) The accord is a pledge by the four countries to adhere to the START treaty signed by the defunct Soviet Union and the United States. The treaty drastically cuts nuclear arsenals, but it does not impose any control on where the missiles can be relocated.
In the next example, the source is a human authority:
(27) The Pope last streamlined the beatification and canonisation process in 1983, when he decreed that martyrs -those killed for their faith -could be beatified without the need for a certifiable miracle. (The Times, 22 December 2004) (situation permissibility)
In the tree diagram below (figure 1), we can see that using just the two criteria 'scope' and 'source', we arrive at three subgroups of possibility meaning. The first criterion we introduced distinguishes between narrow-scope possibility meaning and wide-scope possibility meaning. This results in a distinction between ability, permission and opportunity, on the one hand, and general situation possibility and situation permissibility, on the other. The criterion of source sets ability apart from the other narrow-scope meanings. In order to distinguish between narrow-scope opportunity and narrow-scope permission and between wide-scope GSP and widescope situation permissibility, we need one more criterion, that of potential barrier.
Potential barrier
In some root possibility interpretations, the source of the possibility (or lack of possibility) owes its status as source to the fact it is capable of imposing a barrier to the subject referent's performing a particular action or to the actualization of the situation. We abbreviate the presence of this property as [+potential barrier] and the lack of it to [-potential barrier]. When there is an understanding that the source of available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674310000262 the possibility is capable of imposing a barrier but does not do so, we get a positive permission (or situation permissibility, when the scope is wide) interpretation; when the source is capable of imposing a barrier and does so, we get a lack of permission (or situation permissibility) reading. 21 However, it should be noted that in both these cases we have the feature [+potential barrier]. That is, to say that the source is understood as having the potential to impose a barrier to action or to actualization of a situation is not to say that the barrier is necessarily imposed.
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(28) 'We do still find they get overfamiliar, but then again I've set out to make them feel that they can take liberties with me,' she says. 'And I'd rather they do that than have them terribly nervous and shy.' (Cobuild) (permission)
Here the speaker is presented as being in a position to block the taking of liberties ([+ potential barrier]), but not imposing that barrier, so the interpretation is 'permission'. Note that the speaker is seen as the source of the possibility purely by virtue of the fact that the speaker has this potential to impose a barrier to actualization. It is likely that the fact that the speaker has 'set out to make them feel that they can take liberties with me' has to some extent enabled 'them' (the participants in a 'dating game' TV show) 21 Although this definition of permission clearly has resonances associated with Talmy's (1988) 'force dynamics' and with Sweetser's (1990) suggestion that 'may encodes the existence of a potential but absent barrier', it is not meant to invoke the paradigms within which those authors formulate their ideas, nor do we invoke Sweetser's contention that an analysis in terms of barriers can be applied (via metaphor) to non-deontic modality. It is simply the clearest definition that we can suggest of what we -and, we believe, other linguists -mean when we say that a modal has permission (or permissibility) meaning. 
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to take liberties with her. (For example, she has helped them to feel relaxed with her.) However, it is not by virtue of her enabling role that the speaker is understood to be the source of the possibility expressed by this use of can. It is only because the speaker is understood to have the power to place or to remove a block to the action of taking liberties that she is understood to be the source of the possibility in this instance. From (3), for example, repeated below, we understand that the rules of the US system of government have the potential to block various actions, and drafting a budget is an action that they could block, but that in fact they do not preclude the president from drafting a budget (they permit the president to do so):
(3) So they gave Congress the power of the purse or part of it. Congress can levy taxes, and spend the proceeds unless the president vetoes its plans. The president can draft a budget. But if Congress doesn't approve it, the presidential proposal becomes nothing more than a wish list. (Cobuild) (permission)
In (18), repeated below, the paraphrase is: 'circumstances give rise to a barrier to our surmising anything other than that Kawaguchi was already in disguise'. The source is specific circumstances which can (and do) constitute a potential barrier to our surmising anything other than that Kawaguchi was already in disguise: (18) From (29), we understand that the situation (of any part of the world's being proclaimed a sphere of vital American interests) is possible because those spheres of influence that could potentially block such a situation (various US moral and political structures, say) do not do so. That is, Carter is presented in the Soviet broadcast as claiming that the moral and political context which has influence on his administration has the power to block the proclaiming of any part of the world as a sphere of vital American interests and does not do so. Therefore, the action is possible thanks to being allowed by that moral and political context:
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barrier' element of meaning is absent from opportunity and general situation possibility interpretations, which respectively mean simply 'circumstances make it possible for X to do Y' and 'circumstances make the actualization of a situation possible'. In other words, opportunity and general situation possibility are [-potential Huddleston & Pullum et al. also refer to permission when discussing the communicative effect of the imperative. They argue that 'giving permission promotes compliance in the rather weak sense of not exercising power to stop it or, to put it more positively, removing a potential obstacle': ' s, 'barrier' is explicitly linked to 'source' in the (broad) sense in which we have defined it. In addition, we believe that any source, including specific circumstances or 'the world as it is', could in theory impose a potential barrier. Most importantly, in our definition of permission and situation permissibility, it is not simply that the source is capable of imposing a barrier to actualization; in addition, the source only qualifies as source by virtue of this capacity.
Taxonomy of meanings
Survey
From table 1 it will be evident that with values assigned for each of the three semantic criteria described above -scope of the modality (wide scope or narrow scope), source of the modality (subject-internal or subject-external) and potential barrier ([+ potential barrier] or [− potential barrier]) -we can distinguish between all the interpretations of root possibility that we have identified as basic. 22 Indeterminacy is part and parcel of modality (see e.g. Coates 1983 ). It is our belief, however, that with explicit definitions of criteria, we can achieve a more useful description of individual cases of indeterminacy. For example, the following appears to be indeterminate between ability and opportunity: In sum, as far as English goes, the three criteria, scope, source and potential barrier, enable us to distinguish between five root possibility interpretations: ability, opportunity, permission, general situation possibility (GSP) and situation permissibility. In the next section, we will look at each of these interpretations as they are expressed by clauses involving modal auxiliaries like can, could, may and might. As pointed out at the beginning of the article (footnote 3), we have chosen not to explicitly address the question to what extent it is (the potential of) the lexical semantics of the modals or the context that determines meaning distinctions, since the first step seems to be a description of the meanings. However, it will be clear that a polysemous approach to root meaning with an important input of the linguistic and extra-linguistic context is inherent in the approach we are arguing for.
Ability
Ability refers to modal possibility utterances in which the source is subject-internal and there is no idea of the source being source by virtue of being in a position to impose a barrier. Furthermore, the scope is narrow: It is the physical condition of the subject referent that constitutes the source of the possibility. The (im)possibility of lifting the camera is predicated of the subject referent. The narrow scope of the possibility can be seen from the fact that we can paraphrase this example as: 'lifting the camera was something that it was hardly possible for me to do'. We cannot paraphrase it as: 'the situation of my lifting a camera was hardly possible/conceivable'.
(i) But nevertheless there has been a big change, and I don't see how where it will go no one can exactly foretell but I don't think it is conceivable that it can go back the way it was. (Cobuild)
It is the criterion of source that lies at the root of the indeterminacy here. The lack of possibility here may reside in the fact that no one has the intrinsic power to foretell, or it may reside in the way the world is, which makes it impossible for predictions to be made about this case. Similarly, although (33) is an example of ability, it could be argued that it is simultaneously opportunity, 'the gravitational forces' representing an external source of the (almost) lack of possibility.
available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674310000262
I L S E D E P R A E T E R E A N D S U S A N R E E D
The following examples are also typical ability examples, the source in each of these cases being skills acquired by the subject referents:
(34) We have to have the belief that we can beat France. We will be playing in-your-face rugby. We have to pressurise the French. (Cobuild) (35) Michael is a bit of a pain over games as he wants to join in with everything the others do. Emily catches on very quickly but I don't think she could play chess or whist yet, but there are a lot of games she can manage. (Cobuild)
We also include in the category of ability narrow-scope examples with inanimate subject referents or subject referents that are non-intentional Agents (see footnote 12). The possibility is thus narrow scope. At the same time, the source of this possibility is internal to the Minerva stage itself -it is the physical make-up of the stage which makes the action referred to in the VP possible. Within the framework that we suggest, then, (36) is a case of ability, despite the fact that the subject referent does not -and cannot -intentionally make use of a skill to produce the possibility. Similarly, in (37) , what is at issue is the fact that 'doing this' (developing mutations which lead to a brand-new strain of virus) is possible for the subject referent to do. We are therefore dealing with narrow scope. The subject referent is not capable of intentionality, but the source of the possibility lies within the subject referent, and this narrow-scope possibility is thus classifiable as ability.
Opportunity
Opportunity is the class of root possibility utterances in which the source is subjectexternal, the scope is narrow and there is no 'potential barrier' meaning. 23 In other words, opportunity is like ability and permission in that the scope of the possibility is 23 Declerck (1991) uses the term opportunity for a category of modal meaning that seems to include substantially the same data as are covered by our category of opportunity. Declerck's opportunity category is, however, defined very differently from ours (1991: 389-91).
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. KU Leuven University Library, on 07 Jul 2017 at 16:07:34, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, narrow; it is unlike ability in that the source is subject-external; but it is clearly not permission. 24 The circumstances which make the action possible range in generality from the very general (e.g. 'the way the world is') to the very specific (e.g. a particular tool). The source may be explicitly referred to but it may also be implicit.
In all of the examples that follow, the scope is narrow and there is no 'potential barrier' meaning. The source is subject-external. In (38) (example (2), repeated) , the source of the impossibility is explicitly mentioned: it is the wood shortage that makes it impossible for sawmills to operate at full ability. (38) Already there are sawmills that cannot operate at full ability because of wood shortages.
In (39) and (40), the source is also explicitly mentioned: in (39), the source that makes it possible for the addressee to increase their bargaining power is the specific loan on offer.
(39) As you can see from the comparison table in the enclosed leaflet, our loans are at rates you'll find hard to beat. This could save you hundreds of pounds. Increase your bargaining power as well. Whatever your plans, you could increase your bargaining power by arranging your Direct Line Personal Loan in advance. Knowing you have the funds available gives you all the advantages of a cash buyer and may enable you to negotiate a discount or special price for your purchase. (Cobuild)
In (40), it is the opening hours of the church. There is a subclause of purpose in example (40) , 'so that visitors may enjoy our lovely parish church and visit the bone crypt'. The purpose of keeping the church open is so that visitors have the opportunity to visit it. In (41), the source is the context of the conversation between Ruiz and Marlette, but it is not explicitly named: Ruiz' behaviour is such that in the context, it is only possible for Marlette to interpret his gesture as one of nervousness. (41) It was then I discovered the real reason why I'd been abducted. And as I said earlier, it had nothing to do with Bob Kinnard, the girl, or the missing videotape. 'Go on,' Marlette prompted. Ruiz rubbed his hands together in a gesture that Marlette could only interpret as being one of nervousness. 'I didn't hear everything they said, but I got the gist of it.' (Cobuild)
It is important to add that in none of these examples is the source understood to be the source by virtue of being capable of imposing a barrier to action or actualization.
For example, in (38) , there is no sense that wood shortages are in a position to impose a barrier to fully efficient operating by the sawmills (and indeed do so). Rather, the wood shortages are simply the cause in themselves of the lack of possibility. In (39) the hypothetical loan (or arranging of the loan) simply in itself results in the possibility of increasing bargaining power. The loan is not seen as capable of blocking such an action (but not doing so). Similarly, in (40) , the (arrangement of) opening hours is not, of course, understood as having the capacity (not exercised) to prevent visitors from visiting the church and crypt. It is simply that the nature of the opening hours causes the possibility to exist.
Permission
Permission refers to modal possibility utterances in which the source is subject-external, the scope is narrow and the source has source status by virtue of the fact that it is capable of imposing a barrier to actualization. The modality has narrow scope in these examples because in both of them, the possibility is predicated of the subject referent with respect to the situation in the VP:
-In (42): it is possible for you to drink water (not: the actualization of the situation of your drinking water is possible).
-In (43): it was possible for you to break in and get access to your goods (not: the actualization of the situation of your breaking in and getting access to your goods was possible).
The source is external to the subject referent and is constituted by the rules of a diet in (42) and by the law in force in (43). The source actually functions as a barrier in (42) in the sense that the rules of the diet prevent you from drinking anything but water (there is no permission). In (43), the law could in theory prevent you from getting access to your goods; in other words it has potential barrier status, but in this case, it does not impose a barrier: there is permission. 
General situation possibility (GSP)
In the case of general situation possibility (GSP) and situation permissibility the possibility concerns the existence of a situation and in this way these classes are different from those that have been illustrated so far. 25 The paraphrase that captures GSP meaning is: 'for situation Z to actualize is possible/conceivable'.
In (45), it is the Training Trust appeal's structures (source) that make the situation of funds being donated via Access, etc. possible (wide scope): Example (46) is similar. The scope is wide, in that the meaning is not 'going out and seeing troops . . . is not possible for you to do' but 'anyone's going out and seeing troops without seeing them cleaning their rifles is just not possible' -i.e. 'the situation of going out and seeing troops that are not cleaning the sand from their rifles isn't conceivable'. The source of the (im)possibility is not clearly specified, but could be something like 'the sandy conditions in Saudi Arabia'. The meaning of the example in (47) (example (11), repeated) is that the possibility exists of every member's paying inheritance tax. In other words, the scope is wide. The source is quite clearly the agreement, and it does not have the potential of barring the actualization of the situation.
(47) [to] prevent any inheritance tax problems, syndicate members must all agree that any winnings will be distributed by the winning ticketholder among all the members who have contributed to purchasing the tickets . . . Without such an agreement, every syndicate member could pay inheritance tax if their share of the pot is more than £154,000. (Cobuild)
The example in (48) also communicates GSP. That is, the meaning is 'the river being crossed was only possible via a ford . . . '. The source of the possibility is the geography of the area. Whilst the geography of the area may actually be seen as being capable of imposing a barrier to the crossing of the river elsewhere than via the ford, this example does not have permission or situation permissibility meaning: it is not by virtue of the capacity to impose a barrier to actualization that the geography is the source of the possibility, it is the source by virtue of what it offers or lacks in terms of enablement. May can also express GSP meaning. The fact that may can communicate root possibility meaning is an observation that is made in most accounts focused on the distribution of may and can, with may said to characteristically occur in a more formal register (see, for example, Coates 1983: 103; Huddleston & Pullum et al. 2002: 184) . However, it needs to be added that our analysis sheds new light on examples in which can and may are interchangeable, in that it highlights the difference between narrow-scope (opportunity) examples with may and wide-scope (GSP or situation permissibility; see below) examples with may. Example (49) may be paraphrased: 'the situation of accidents happening due to collisions . . . and other circumstances is possible'. The source of this possibility is something like a combination of the way the world is and the way people use boats: 'collisions with fixed objects or moving vessels are at the source of the possibility of accidents happening'. Note that a narrow-scope reading is not appropriate: the meaning is not that happening is something that it is possible for accidents to do. Nor is a (necessarily wide-scope) epistemic reading appropriate: the speaker is not evaluating the likelihood that accidents will happen at some future time due to these various causes, but simply saying that their happening is conceivable. We believe that 'existential possibility' is not a sixth category on the same level as the five other interpretations, but rather refers to an element of meaning, i.e. actualization, that is added to one of the five root possibility interpretations. We therefore prefer to speak in terms of 'existential overlay', which occurs at least with ability and GSP: (iii) They [the Walkabouts] understand that country is basically another kind of soul music, that, even at its most maudlin, it can be gut-wrenchingly affective. (Cobuild) (ability) (iv) Then, a few months after you give birth, when the hormones have gone back to normal, the sebaceous glands may become temporarily even more active. Sebaceous gland activity can change according to the seasons. Some women feel that their skin is less oily in the summer; other women respond badly to the sun and have acne flare-ups when they are exposed to it. (Cobuild) (ability) (v) When any material rots it produces heat. Even metals get hot when they oxidise. When large amounts decay in the soil they give out a continuous heat. This can last for years and it can now be detected from the air using thermal imaging techniques. (Cobuild) (general situation possibility) (50) Let us admit, by the way, that some plays, whatever the intentions of their authors, are destined to be read more often than they are acted . . . Perhaps too rich in talk to please an audience or too sparse in opportunities for actors to use their bodies, such works nevertheless may lead long, respectable lives on their own, solely as literature.
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But even if a play may be seen in a theater, sometimes to read it in print may be our way of knowing it as the author wrote it in its entirety. (Cobuild) (51) and it's a question of she's using her experience to battle through the term -Yeah -Is this proving a real problem for all for you as students -Well it's been less organized than perhaps it might have been -Did you go to it last year -No. (Cobuild) In all the above examples, (45)-(51), then, we can see that reference is to the possibility of actualization of an entire situation, not to whether an action is possible for the subject referent.
Situation permissibility
The final meaning is that of situation permissibility: this is similar to GSP in that the scope of the modality is wide, but unlike in the case of GSP, the source has source status by virtue of its potential to impose a barrier to the possibility:
(52) I've been to court, I've got to have proof and I just can't get the proof . . . You know I've never had anyone here other than my family and they can't be involved because they're family, you see. (Cobuild)
The root possibility is wide in scope, since the appropriate paraphrase of the sentence is 'Their being involved is not possible because they are family', 'For them to be involved is not possible'. The source is subject-external: although the source is not specified, we can take it to be the law of the land. The source is seen as capable of imposing (and, indeed, as imposing) a barrier to the actualization of the situation. Furthermore, the source has source status not because it offers or lacks positive features to enable (or disable) the situation, but simply by virtue of its capacity to impose a barrier to actualization. 
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that the source of the possibility is the source not simply because it happens to make a situation possible or impossible, but because it is seen as the 'gatekeeper' to the actualization of the situation. Compare (53) with (48): in the latter case, the source of the impossibility of crossing the River Lune other than by a ford 300 yards downstream of the current bridge is the geography of the area. The geography is the source of the (restriction on the) possibility, but it does not owe its existence as source to its having the potential to impose a barrier to the crossing of the river. As we noted in section 2.3, it is only when it is in theory possible for the source either to impose a barrier or not to impose it that we can talk of permission or situation permissibility meaning. Here, we do not have to do with a potential (to block the action) that may or may not be exercised (and in this case is). Rather, we have to do with a simple fact: the geography simply does prevent the crossing of the river.
The following are some further situation permissibility examples with could and may:
(54) I think you would have been a very bitter and unhappy woman being brought up in an all-white household, especially in those days. It isn't like today. Today, I mean, people think it's so easy and they don't know, you're stared at on the street, remarks are thrown at you and you're just ostracized so much. Or you were in those days. You couldn't cross those lines. The only place those lines were ever crossed that I know of is in show business. And it wasn't done.
(www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/secret/oral/rat08.html, accessed 11 February 2010) (55) If a hand is shown in the washtub it means the article must be hand-washed.
[SYMBOL] The bleach symbol containing the letters CI indicates that the garment may be treated with chlorine bleach. (Cobuild)
Example (54) (spoken by a white mother to the black daughter that she eventually placed in a black foster family) can be paraphrased: '(anyone's) crossing the lines wasn't permitted (by society)'. Example (55) is paraphrasable as follows: 'The garment's being treated with chlorine bleach is possible'. The source of the possibility is the manufacturer's instructions, which are capable of imposing, but do not impose, a barrier to the actualization of the garment being treated with chlorine bleach.
Conclusion
The criteria discussed, 'scope', 'source' and 'potential barrier', are necessary and sufficient to define five subcategories of root possibility meaning:
-We can distinguish between, on the one hand ability, opportunity and permission, which are 'narrow-scope' modal meanings, and, on the other hand, general situation possibility and situation permissibility, which are 'wide-scope' modal meanings. -The criterion of 'source' makes it possible to distinguish between the narrow-scope category ability, on the one hand, and the narrow-scope categories opportunity and permission, on the other hand. 
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-Finally, 'potential barrier' distinguishes between the narrow-scope, subject-external source categories permission and opportunity and between the wide-scope, subjectexternal source categories situation permissibility and general situation possibility (GSP).
The advantage of this approach, in which systematic use is made of a set of three criteria, is that it brings out very clearly the similarity and the dissimilarity between the different classes of root possibility. It is particularly useful in teasing out the main strands of meaning that make up that region of root possibility meaning that is neither permission nor ability.
We have not been able, for reasons of space, to examine the linguistic correlates of each subclass of meaning, but it will have become clear in the discussion that such correlates exist: as pointed out on p. 5, passive examples are, for example, necessarily wide in scope. The (non-)generic interpretation of the subject pronoun impacts on scope, but it must immediately be added that there is no straightforward equation between generic subject NPs and wide scope, on the one hand, and non-generic subject NPs and narrow scope, on the other. The question of how particular linguistic markers affect the classification will be addressed in further research. 
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